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Mark 1:21-28

Last month, on KC’s day at the Route One Day Center, there was a woman who was walking through the center asking everyone she met whether they had any illnesses or diseases.  She spoke to the woman who was sitting next to me back by the washing machines, and the woman told her that she had diabetes.  “I command in the name of Jesus Christ,” the first woman thundered, “DIABETES BE GONE!”  The woman who she was speaking to looked a bit stunned and then sighed and said, “Oh, if only it were that easy.”  “It is that easy,” the first woman responded.  “Jesus has authority over everything, even diabetes.  But since you doubted his power, your diabetes is back.”  And she walked away.

It was a memorable encounter, to say the least, and to me, it demonstrates both the appeal of stories like the one we just heard from Mark and their potential to do enormous harm.  These stories make the remarkable claim that Jesus has authority—that he has power—even over illness and disruption.  This claim is big enough and hard enough to understand and accept when we talk about the historical Jesus.  But Christians have never contended that Jesus was simply a historical figure.  Since his resurrection, Jesus’ followers have experienced Jesus as an on-going spiritual presence in their lives, a life that can live in our lives and work through us.  But here is where it gets tricky.  There are people all over the world who claim to channel the healing power of Jesus and desperate people flock to them.  When I was in Uganda five years ago, Bennie Hinn came to the Kampala stadium and packed it full of people, many of whom live on less than a dollar a day, all of whom paid a lot of money to Bennie Hinn just for the chance to be near him.  This isn’t just sad or unfortunate.  People like Bennie Hinn are evil.

So what are we to do with stories like the one we read today?  What do we do with the claim that Jesus has power that we can access in our lives today?  How can safeguard that claim against those who would use it to manipulate and shame other people and enhance their own power, prestige and profit?  It seems to me that we are confronted with a choice—we can either give Jesus less authority or we can give him more.  

The obvious answer for most of us is to give him less.  I know that sounds harsh, but Jesus, no offense intended.  Really.  We live in a different world than Jesus did 2,000 years ago.  Back then they had a few herbs and some leaches and now we have all of modern medical science.  They had no better explanation for someone’s strange outburst in the middle of a worship service than to say that the man was possessed by a demon.  Nowadays, we would draw on the wisdom of experts to understand the physical, psychological and psycho-social factors that would lead someone to do such a thing.  Spiritual factors are probably in there too, but most of us do not give the spiritual realm full responsibility for the problem nor do we give it full authority for the cure.

And that’s how we handle Jesus’ claim to power and authority in our lives in general.  We will entertain his perspective, consider his words and his example, and then temper his words with the words of others to whom we grant authority.  It’s like we set up an internal advisory panel and put Jesus, seated at a long table lined with experts.  He’s there alongside our parents and our teachers and our best friend and our doctor and that guy we saw on television who seemed so impressive and the woman who wrote that one book we heard about from our best friend.  Our goal is to let everyone have their say and then come to some kind of independent conclusion that balances all of their instructions about how we can address a problem or heal a hurt or step forward into a happier, healthier and more productive life.

Does that sound familiar to you?  It sure does to me.  That is how I think I function most of the time and in most circumstances.  I let Jesus have his say, but I essentially regard him as one authority among many in my life.  And as long as you feel like you have a lot of things to lean on for wisdom and support, that way of thinking seems to work perfectly well.  But what happens when the things you have put your trust in, the things you have counted on for support, start to fall away?  What happens when some of the people, some of the things you have granted authority turn out to be untrustworthy?  Have you ever had your trust betrayed?  Have you been through a time when someone you really looked up to, someone you gave a lot of authority to, left or died or let you down in some way?  

I know I have.  I have had to kick some people, some voices off of my internal advisory panel at times and other times I’ve discovered that they have just up and left.  Things that I’ve held true, things that have been the basis of important life choices have proven to be false or fake.  Sometimes, the one I’ve lost faith in has even been Jesus—or at least the Jesus I had seated at the table, the Jesus of my childhood or the Jesus of my pastor or the Jesus of my wishes.  

But here’s the thing—at my lowest points, at times when I’ve felt so lost that I really did not know where to turn or who to trust, times when I have felt like my entire advisory council has proved to be nothing more than collection of deceivers and fools, times when I’ve been ready to slam the door on my search for meaning and truth and live by my wits alone, at those lowest and most desolate moments I have discovered, to my surprise, that I am not alone.  When I feel like I’m in control, when all I’m looking for is a few tips and pointers for managing my basically-okay life, I don’t even notice this presence.  But my disrupted self, my confused and broken self, recognizes this presence and knows his name:  Jesus. 

I’ve come to trust that experience, not just because of the stories of scripture but also because of the stories of the most desperate people I know.  I lead worship a few times a months at the women’s prison in Jessup, and the women in that congregation lean on Jesus like no one outside does.  I was talking to a woman there a few months ago who is covered with tattoos.  I asked her about them and she began explaining how each image, each symbol was part of the philosophy of her gang.  But she suddenly stopped, mid-explanation, and said, of course, none of this is true.  None of this makes any sense.  That’s why I’m trying to get to know Jesus now.

The Gospel confronts us, today and every day, with an assertion that demands a response.  Jesus has authority.  Jesus has power.  We are aware of that claim but scared of it too.  We have seen it abused and manipulated and so we safeguard ourselves by making sure that Jesus is just one voice among many, guiding and directing our lives.  But what if we gave Jesus more power, more authority in our lives, not less?  What if we held on to the insights of our lowest times, listened to the wisdom of people whose lives do not have nearly the padding that many of ours have?  What if we sang, along with the old Gospel hymn, “You may have all this world, but give me Jesus”?  Would we start commanding diabetes to leave the bodies of people we love?  Would we give up on modern medicine?  Would we stop reading anything else besides the Bible?  Would we become fanatics?  

I think those are real questions.  There are real dangers to deep conviction that we should never ignore or deny.  But again, I look to the people I know who have the closely walked with Jesus in their own lives.  I’m not talking about the people who have read what Jesus said and can quote him back to you.  I’m not talking about the people who have branded themselves with the symbols and gestures of the Christian church.  I am talking about the people who have allowed Jesus to go to their broken places and touch them there.  Those people have a deep humility that stands right beside their power.  There is a compassion that goes hand in glove with their agency.  Their lives have authority because they have become images of the one to whom they give authority.  They have stopped asking Jesus to advise them and have allowed Jesus to heal them and to love them and to lead them. 

You may have all the rest—but give me Jesus.
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